On Sept 2, 2004, more than 300 of Europe\'s top scientists in 16 institutes and organisations in ten European countries came together to launch "Med-Vet-Net", a new "virtual institute" that will deal with prevention and control of zoonotic diseases. "The virtual institute will, at last, create the critical mass of European scientists needed to attack the problems caused by zoonosis", says Diane Newell, scientific coordinator of the project in the Veterinary Laboratories Agency, Surrey, UK.

Nearly two-thirds of all known human pathogens are zoonotic, and events such as severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) have shown that the public-health risks can be serious. New zoonotic diseases are constantly emerging as a result of global travel, changes in livestock production and trade, growing contact between man and exotic animals, and shifts in human eating and food preparation habits. At the same time, people are becoming more susceptible while the organisms themselves are mutating, becoming more virulent, and developing new transmission routes.

Food supply is a global industry, and because many zoonotic agents are food-borne or have reservoirs in livestock, the microbiological safety of food is now recognised as a major public-health concern for the European Union (EU), and one that must be addressed from "farm to fork". The EU has now identified 23 zoonotic agents, which need to be monitored by Member States in both humans and animals.

"Research on zoonotic agents in Europe has been highly fragmented", says Newell. To address this issue, the EU 6th Framework Programme has provided financial support (€14·4 million) for 5 years to develop Med-Vet-Net (Network of Excellence for Integrated Research on the Prevention and Control of Zoonoses).

The new virtual centre will provide the appropriate environment for scientists from a range of specialties to share and enhance their knowledge and skills, develop collaborative projects, and present joint research within and outside the network.

Arie Havelaar, whose National Institute for Public Health and the Environment in Bilthoven, Netherlands, is one of the partners of the network, says that Med-Vet-Net is "a very good possibility to improve multidisciplinary cooperation since it links national institutes with responsibilities in research and control of zoonoses, and aims to provide durable integration".
